Increased serum cholesterol in healthy human methane producers is confounded by age.
It has been theorized that colonic production and absorption of short-chain fatty acids (SCFA) is different in methane producers (MP) compared with nonproducers (MNP). Because colonic SCFA may influence systemic lipid metabolism, blood lipids may differ in MP and MNP. To compare serum lipids and SCFA in fasting MP and MNP, we measured breath gases, serum lipids and SCFA in 167 healthy subjects and excluded subjects with abnormal blood lipids. The 66 MP were significantly older than the 63 MNP (49.5 +/- 16.0 vs. 39.6 +/- 17.0 y, P = 0.0009), and breath methane concentrations were weakly correlated with age in MP (r = 0.268, P = 0.03). Mean serum cholesterol was significantly higher in MP compared with MNP, but the differences were not significant after adjusting for age. No significant differences were observed in serum SCFA between the two groups. This study has shown that breath methane increases with age, which may be due to age-related increases in transit time and carbohydrate malabsorption. These results provide no conclusive link between colonic events and serum lipids in MP because, with age, methane production increased as did serum cholesterol. More research is required before any definite conclusions can be drawn.